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Abstract
This study aims to understand how transnational adoption (which includes, but is not
limited to transracial adoption) affects one’s identity and sense of belonging through the use of
interviews, participant observation, and the analysis of literature on adoption. I explore the
typical ways parents of transnational adoptees navigate the differences between the past and
present lives of their children, if this plays a part in promoting a positive sense of self and
belonging for a transnationally adopted child, and what other factors influence the formation of
identity.

Mazura

4

Introduction
The Story of the Thesis
When I began thinking about my thesis topic, I had been going through a lot of grief and
loss. I originally felt very strongly about researching bereavement in the US in comparison to
practices around the world, in hopes of finding ways to better overcome loss. Thinking about the
types of loss I had experienced, I came to think about my adoption and the initial loss of my birth
parents, culture, and community.
I was adopted from Kunming, China
when I was nine months old. My mom lived in
the city of Chicago, so that was where I was
placed and grew up. I always felt loved and
included, yet I continued to struggle with my
identity. I felt out of place amongst my white
peers because of my appearance. I felt out of

FIGURE 1: MY MOM AND ME

place amongst my Chinese or Asian peers because of my lack of connection to China. Within the
confines of my personal experiences with adoption and this thesis, I have looked at the concepts
of identity and belonging and how they have been shaped. It is hard to understand where or how
exactly these constructs are formed. Transnational adoption creates an extra complexity with
navigating one’s unknown past and the life they were given. With this thesis research, I hoped to
ascertain whether or not other transnational and transracial adoptees felt this similar disconnect.
This thesis has become an exploration of both ideas and form, with traditional academic writing
accompanied by poems written by me.
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Hypotheses and Thesis Statement
I went into this research believing that the forced disconnect between an adoptee and
their birth culture and home would lead to some form of difficulty with crafting their identity and
developing a sense of belonging. I assumed adoption would affect how adoptees saw themselves
and where they felt they belonged. My personal struggles with navigating my identity and
finding where I belong led me to believe that other adoptees would inherently feel similarly. I
began this thesis by looking through current research and literature on the ways adoptive families
bridge the dichotomy between past and present lives.
Through the research I conducted, I have come to see things differently. While adoption
cannot help but shape an adoptee’s life, it is not the only thing that defines them. I have come to
believe that transnational adoption does not necessarily influence one’s sense of belonging and
identity formation. From my interviews, I have noticed that the act of transnational adoption has
not been as influential on adoptees as their experiences with diversity and the ways that race is
played out in America and on individual lives. It has made me reflect upon my own unique
experience in ways that I had not previously considered. In this thesis project, I explore the ways
transnational adoptees view themselves and form a sense of belonging within their given
communities and how that interacts with the perception of others based on the concepts of race
and visibility.

History of Transnational and Transracial Adoption in America
In today’s growing, modern world, the practice of adoption has become ever more
common. As of 2016, adults in the United States adopt about 125,000 children each year (Arcus
2016). Throughout history, adoption has served as a means for children to be transferred from
people who would not or could not be parents to those who wanted them for love, labor, or
Mazura
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property. Beginning in ancient Rome, adoption became a way to ensure wealth stayed in the
hands of the wealthy. Practice then shifted towards orphaned children being entered into forms
of indentured servitude and forced apprenticeships. Eventually, in 1851, the Adoption of
Children Act was enacted in Massachusetts to protect the interest of the child. The law required a
judge to determine if the adoptive parents had the consent of the guardian of the adoptee and
they had to prove ability to adequately provide for the adoptee (Jones 2020).
The next decades brought even more legislation to regulate adoption and ensure the
safety of the children. Major changes to adoption practices occurred with World War II. Prior to
the war, adoption primarily consisted of “school-age” children of the same race as their adopted
parents. After World War II, the demand for babies increased, thus, increasing transracial
adoptions. America adopted a sense of humanitarianism and upward mobility through adoption.
Adoption was seen as a way to help children in war-torn or impoverished countries, therefore
America would be perceived by others as a powerful country capable of helping those who are
less fortunate. This trend lead to an increase in adoptees from foreign countries, popularizing the
term: transnational adoption. Beginning with orphaned children from Germany, more “war
orphans” came with the Korean, Vietnam, and other wars (Selman, 2003). After China allowed
international adoptions in 1992, the number greatly increased, peaking in 2004 (Gladney Center
for Adoption 2020). Transnational adoptions continued to grow and expand, but they were
unregulated until 1993, when the Hague Convention on Protection of Children and Cooperation
in Respect to Intercountry Adoption was started. The convention laid out rules and regulations
regarding international adoption and ensured that every adoption was conducted in the most legal
and ethical way possible, mandating the prospective parents be evaluated, and that children were
not later orphaned.
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Moving closer to modern day, adoption has become a common way to create families.
For families who are unable to biologically reproduce, but want to have children, adoption offers
an opportunity to start a family and have children. For children whose biological families could
not take care of them, for which there are countless reasons, adoption provides the opportunity to
become part of a loving and caring family.

Literature Review:
To begin my thesis project, I wanted to understand the ways that transnational adoptees
had their birth culture incorporated into their lives. I looked at how adoptive parents navigated
the cultural differences and represented it in their children’s lives through the integration of their
children’s birth culture. Additionally, I wanted to explore how a cultural connection to their birth
country affected the way adoptees saw themselves and felt connected to the communities where
they had been placed.

Parenting Styles and Representation of Culture
A person’s background and way of upbringing effects their formation of identity and
sense of belonging (Brocius 2017). Having a sense of belonging in one’s family is dependent on
feeling accepted by the other members of the family. Many adoptive parents worry that their
children will have difficulty forming attachments to their families, and may even be the greatest
challenge for adoptive families (De Graeve 2015). The belief is that the loss of the adoptee’s
birth culture and family creates emotional trauma, hindering healthy attachment to adopted
parents and incorporation into the family. Belonging is thought to be dependent on the cultural
assimilation of the adoptee into their adopted culture and the rejection of their birth culture and
country. For this reason, many parents maintain no association with their child’s country of birth
and refuse any multiplicity of cultural identities. Transnationally and transracially adopted
Mazura
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children can develop a feeling of ambiguity towards their sense of belonging. On one hand, they
have been granted ‘insider status,’ and set apart from other immigrants. Yet, on the other hand,
their physical appearance places them on the outside (De Graeve 2015). To counteract this
dichotomy in belonging, some adoptive parents choose to practice culture work, which is any
activity that provides a connection to one’s culture. Ideally, the work to connect adoptees to their
birth culture will result in a more cohesive identity formation. However, it also has the potential
to create a sense of confusion between belonging and not to the lives the adoptees were placed
into.
A study was conducted to explore French adoptive parents’ representations of their
child’s cultural belonging in regards to connections with their child’s country of birth and its
culture. It consisted of 51 French parents and was conducted through a semi-structured
interview, focused on the adoption procedure and current associations with their child’s birth
country (Harf et al. 2015). From the interviews, three classifications of parenting styles were
found. The first was parents who actively maintained regular associations with their child’s
country of birth and culture and affirmed they were a multicultural family. The parents defended
their child’s bicultural identity and worked to connect them with their background in various
ways. The next were parents working to fully assimilate their children into their families and
adopted culture. The child’s birth culture did not interest them and they believed their child’s
integration into their adopted world required complete refusal of any association with the culture
of the country of birth. In the third group, parents adapted the amount of identity work and links
to their child’s birth culture and country depending on their child’s specific questions and
interests. These parents accept their children’s feelings of belonging to the birth country, because
they acknowledge it as part of them. This study offered a basis for my understanding of the
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varying range that parents connect to their children’s birth country. It helped to guide my
research and interview questions to find out more about each family’s methods when
incorporating culture into their lives.
Another study was conducted to investigate what contradictions are active in parents’
experience as they engage in identity-work with their visibly adopted children. It consisted of 31
interviews with the parents of adopted children (Harrigan 2009). The results showed six
contradictions. The first was similarity and difference; it emphasized how with similarities
between adopted children and other family members, there was still difference in lived
experience as an adoptee and a racial minority. The next contradiction was invisibility and
visibility; it discussed how well their children could blend into the family until an outsider
highlighted the differences by inquiring about their adoption. Thirdly was integration and
distance; this contradiction discussed the inclusion of the adoptees’ cultural and adoptive
identities into their families, but remained at a distance from it because it was something the
parents could not personally relate to. Fortune and loss was the next contradiction found; with
adoption comes the great fortune of creating a family, but it also comes with loss from the initial
separation of the child and their previous life. The pull between parents being open and closed
off with their children regarding adoption-related information was another contradiction. Lastly,
was the idea of community versus privacy; it discussed the desire and willingness to create a
sense of community and share information about the adoption, while still being able to withhold
and determining how much was shared.
Parenting in general is full of tough choices in which the parent must find balance in their
child’s life, but with adoption, there seem to be even more instances for contradictory practice.
This study shows the problems and contradictions that can come from operating in totality
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instead of seeing things as wavering. It helped to solidify my personal experience with these
contradictions as something that could be adoption related. It opened my eyes to the various
difficulties related to adoption and showed me themes to look for within my interviews. With
adoption comes these contradictions in each adoptee and their families. They go between and
sometimes experience these two very opposite sentiments regarding the adoption. Neglecting one
side undermines the complete experience of being part of an adoptive family.

Sense of Self
Does identity work and connection to birth country promote a sense of self or is it better
to fully assimilate into the adopted country and culture? A review of Scandinavian transnational
adoptee literature explores the ideas of fully embracing adopted culture from the perspective of
the adoptee (Ivenäs 2017). It offered a different perspective on how adoption impacts adoptees
and the ways that they see themselves. The main themes I explored from this review were the
ideas of a white birth and of being white washed.
A white birth is that where the birth of white identity “is depicted through the concept of
the second birth,” (Ivenäs 2017, 245). It is a well-established metaphor used in adoption life
writing. Its intention is to shed light on the significance of the shift between biological and
adoptive family and livelihood. The airport is used as a symbol of this. Kim-Su Ramussen, an
adoption scholar, states, “in adoptee writing, airports function as the symbolic place of birth that
represents the socially constructed identity,” (as cited in Ivenäs 2017, 246). Patrik Lundberg, a
Swedish journalist, writes about this, “After nine months in Korea, my life was re-started by a
12-hour flight to Sweden. On December 3, 1983 I was born again. From Gimpo airport in Korea
to Arlanda in Sweden. My name was Jong Dae, but I quickly got used to being called Patrik” (as
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cited in Ivenäs 2017, 246). I found the idea of a white birth very interesting. On one hand I found
myself drawn to this idea because it feels as if my life did not begin until I came off that airplane,
or was metaphorically born. However, on the other, a white birth negates the past of the adoptee,
rendering it nonexistent. I wanted to see how this idea of forgetting the past continued to play out
in the lives of the adoptees.
The next stage discussed in the review is the concept of being whitewashed. With white
birth comes the erasure of the past, allowing the adoptee to “accumulate whiteness” over time.
This means having the ability to take on the Scandinavian languages and fit in, so as they are
perceived as white, other than physical appearance (Ivenäs 2017). Norweigan writer Geir
Follevåg writes, “My parents took me to a summer camp for Korean adoptees… Never before
had I felt how a cultural identity was forced on me,” (as cited in Ivenäs 2017, 252). Follevåg
clearly felt white and had been “whitewashed.” When being grouped together with other
adoptees simply because they were from the same birth place, the complete assimilation to
Scandinavian culture became more obvious. As Follevåg experienced, and I later heard more in
my interviews, adoptees and minorities are often lumped together because outwardly they seem
to belong together. Having the same country of birth does not mean the ability to identify with
other adoptees, as each adoptee is an individual who has gone on to live a unique life and taken
on different traits, values, and culture.
However, despite taking on the language, clothing, etc., a transnational adoptee’s ability
to fit in is dependent on how others perceive them. One author examined by Ivenäs wrote that
despite feeling white on the inside, she realized that others did not feel the same about her. She
felt included, though the inclusion was based on whether others see her as white or not (Ivenäs
2017, 254). This vulnerability to others’ perceptions sets a transracially adoptee up for exclusion.
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Author Mara Lee discusses the transracial adoptee and the weird dichotomy of completely
feeling a part of one country and culture and then being reminded of foreign appearance (Ivenäs
2017, 254). This becomes problematic when the adoptee faces disappointment at the difference
between internal and external identity. For a transracial adoptee, it can be difficult to grapple
with the racial realization that they are in fact not white, despite coming to identify internally as
white.
Moreover, the implementation of identity work into an internationally adopted child does
not necessarily mitigate the challenge of coming to terms with racial and self-identity. Culture
work can help to reconnect the adoptee with their heritage, but it can also create more internal
confusion over their identity. According to one study, there is disjuncture between the
experiences of the parents and the adoptees in relation to identity work. This study was
conducted to compare how parents and transnational adoptees negotiate racial and family
identities through the use of cultural heritage camps (Randolph and Holtzman 2010). The results,
based on interviews with Korean-born children and Caucasian-American parents, suggest a
disjuncture between parental purposes and the actual experiences of adoptees. This study helped
while I was analyzing the interviews. I began noticing similar themes within the families: that
integration of birth culture into transracial families could be difficult and lead to disconnect
between parents and children. In the study, parents used the camps to downplay their children’s
racial differences, by putting them at a place where they could be surrounded by people from the
same birth country, without necessarily having anything else in common. They also were used to
show their child that they led “unique” lives as international adoptees. Their children, in contrast,
were not interested in downplaying their race. They felt that while the camps were fun, they did
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not impact their sense of identity because they did little to address any racial challenges the
adoptees faced.
Yet, this is not to disregard the positive impacts that identity work and a connection to the
country of birth can have on one’s sense of identity. Analyzing interviews with transnational
adoptees, Heidi Brocious (2017) determined ways in which cultural exploration activities have
impacted adoptees’ identity development. The participants were between the ages of 19 and 24
and were adopted from Thailand, the Philippines, Korea, or China. The interviews were between
45 and 90 minutes and were conducted, recorded, and transcribed over a year long time period.
The results of the interviews yielded four common themes which helped inform my analysis of
the interviews.
The first theme was that they viewed travel to their birth country as a transformative
experience. All but one indicated they frequently thought about visiting their birth countries for
various reasons, some of which were: a desire to explore their birth story, wanting “lived”
experience in that country, parental expression of sharing travel experience to expand their
child’s connection to their cultural heritage (Brocious 2017, 322). Many of the interviewees had
already returned to their birth country, and those who hadn’t said they hoped to go within the
next year or two. Visiting their country of birth had been eye opening for the participants who
had already gone back. For some, it was an opportunity to imagine how different their lives
could have been and for others it solidified their identity as Americans even more than they
imagined (Brocious 2017, 326). Those who had been back acknowledged the benefits and
difficulties that could arise at different periods of life, stating that while it had the potential to be
very special, being too young could lower the impact of the experience. A majority of
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participants had positive feelings and hopes regarding travel to their birth country. Even those
who had mixed feelings acknowledged the prevalence of thoughts of travel.
The second theme found was that relationships with other adoptees was important in their
identity development. Most of the participants had adopted siblings, meaningful friendships in
child and adulthood, or their parents had made some effort to connect them with other adoptees.
One of the participants, Adam, said, “Sometimes a friend will pick up the phone and call me and
say ‘I don’t relate to these people.’ We are always going to appreciate and love our parents for
what they did, but there is always a distance because, you know you look at a Christmas photo,
and you stand out, and everyone else is the same… Sometimes you feel bad and he (your
adopted friend) will say ‘nah, you are not the only one,’” (Brocious 2017, 328). All of them
recognized the importance of having relationships with other adoptees because it validated the
occasionally lower sense of belonging and normalized the experience of a family with differing
racial makeup.
Another theme was that the adoptees felt differently about the importance of cultural
activities. They all had varying levels of involvement with learning about their birth culture
while they were growing up. Erin, one participant said, “[some other adoptees] consider camps
and hanbok and dinners to be materialistic and not counting, but I think that when you are young,
that those things count for a lot and that if they are systematic and consistent that they do create a
culture and an awareness,” (Brocious 2017, 329). While some of the adoptees regret not having
more opportunities to participate in cultural activities, others felt that cultural identity work was
not important. However, participants were in agreement about their wish to speak the language
of their birth country. None of the participants were fluent in their birth language, even those that
remember a time of their life where they were. Like myself, these transnational adoptees
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“resisted or lacked interest in learning the language when they were younger, but now looking
back, they wished their parents had pushed more,” (Brocious 2017, 329). This desire was linked
to wishing they were better able to connect with others raised in their birth culture. If they were
able to speak their birth language, they felt it would be easier to join and feel comfortable in
immigrant communities, allowing them to connect and explore their birth culture and that side of
their identity.
The final theme was that participants feel both unique in their personal ethnic identity
while also having feelings of marginality. Many held onto the notion that their parents had to
work very hard to adopt them, which made them feel special. Yet, they also struggled “with a
sense of not belonging fully in either of the ethnic identity groups to which they are connected,”
(Brocious 2017, 329). While most described themselves as culturally white, they simultaneously
reported not belonging because of their physical appearance, and they did not fit into Asian
culture either because of their cultural upbringing.
Another study conducted by Jayashree Mohanty used secondary data analysis of data
collected through online surveys from 100 internationally adopted adolescents and young adults
from Asian countries now residing in the United States. It aimed to determine the relationship
between ethnic identity and psychological well-being (Mohanty 2015). While the study was
limited, Mohanty hypothesized the relationship would be curvilinear, which was confirmed with
the results. As discussed in the study, prevailing literature viewed the relationship between ethnic
identity and psychological well-being to be linear. This would mean that the greater the sense of
ethnic identity, the better off the child would be psychologically. However, if it is a curvilinear
relationship, the benefits only increase to a certain point and then begin to decline with too much
emphasis on ethnic identity. These findings have great implications for child rearing with a
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transnationally adopted child. It implies that it is important to find a balance between identity and
culture work of the birth culture and the adopted culture. These findings began to shift my
opinion on the benefits of culture work in relation to an adoptees identity formation, which I kept
in mind when forming my own conclusions.
Rhoda Scherman and Niki Harré studied 50 children who were adopted from Eastern
European countries, specifically adoptees from Russia and Romania, to New Zealand. The aim
was to understand more about the ethnic and self-identity development of internationally adopted
children who are racially similar to their adopted parents. They found that with this particular
group of kids, ethnic self-identification and self-concept operate independently of each other.
The abstract of this study starts by stating that little is known about the identity development of
internationally adopted children when they are racially similar to their adopted parents. Being
adopted into a family where you physically fit offers a very different experience than one where
you do not. This study encouraged me to pay closer attention to the relationships between
adoptees and parents when they were racially similar. It was interesting that despite the physical
likeness to their family, these children still experienced adjustment and self-concept issues,
similar to that of any child, regardless of birth.

Summary of Findings
Based on these works, I found there was no concrete correlation between the connection
of adoptive parents and adoptees to the adoptees’ birth culture. Different parents incorporated
their children’s birth culture into their lives in different ways and at varying levels, which
impacted the adoptees in unique ways. Adoptees reacted to culture work inconsistently, as
expected from unique individuals. These findings were consistent with the sentiments expressed
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during my own work; each of the families I interviewed involved Chinese culture into their lives
at varying levels and this incorporation mattered different amounts to the children.

Methods
A majority of the methods employed to conduct this study are interview based. I
interviewed sets of adopted children (six women adopted from China when they were between
the ages of six and eleven months old, myself included) and their parents.
During the adoptees’ childhoods, the surroundings were very similar, as most pairings
resided in white, middle to upper middle class areas. However, there was some diversity in each
family type and composition, meaning: race of parents, whether it was a single or dual parent
household, and whether siblings were present. Most of these pairings were parents and adoptees
that were a part of the group who travelled to China with my mom and who I was adopted with.
It was really amazing to reconnect with these people I had known my whole life.
These children had the same experience of sharing similar physical attributes to at least one
parent, were raised by two parents, and had siblings.
Patrick and Ana decided to adopt from China because Ana was also Chinese and
thought it would be a good fit for their family. They adopted their first child,
Angela, and soon after decided they wanted their daughter to experience having a
sibling as they had, so they adopted Nadia.
Brynne also grew up with Chinese family. Both her
parents, Bruce and Iris, are Chinese. During the process of
adopting Brynne, Iris became pregnant with their son,
Baxter.
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Kai and Jan adopted two children as well, Kara and Kayla. Kai and his daughters
share their Asian heritage, however, he is Japanese not Chinese.
Nina’s family also consisted of two children, but did not have the other
similarities. Lana and then Mira are both Chinese, while their single mother is
Caucasian.
Ivy was also raised by a Caucasian single mother, Julie, but did not have
any siblings. My family fit into this family type and composition as well.

Tree of families interviewed:

Each interview ranged from half an hour to an hour long. I recorded and transcribed each
of these interviews, analyzing them on NVivo, a qualitative data analysis software, afterwards. I
asked the same base questions in the interviews, but every parent shared their own experiences,
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which allowed for more unique
conversation. The structure allowed the
interlocutors to offer up as much
personalized information as they felt
comfortable and to emphasize the ideas
they felt were more important. While I
have my own opinions, I hoped these
personal and in depth interviews would
provide a more holistic insight on the
experience of being part of a family with
a transnational adoptee. As a follow up,
I sent out an optional worksheet.
FIGURE 2:WORD WEB - WITHOUT CULTURE

Respondents were asked to answer a few
more questions, as well as define several terms in their own words. They are as
follows:
1. Culture
2. Belonging
3. Biology
4. Race
5. Ethnicity
6. Identity
7. Family
8. Community
9. Inclusion
10. Adoption
In addition to the interviews, I engaged in participant observation with group meetings
hosted by the Vermont Consortium for Adoption and Guardianship. I took part in four different
events, each lasting from one to two hours. During these events I took detailed notes on the
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topics and ideas presented, along with the conversations everyone had together. Although the
group was not focused solely on transnational adoption, they had a heavy focus on transracial
adoption and ways to support adoptees. This portion of my research allowed me to observe and
gain knowledge from more diverse groups of people that resided in locations other than my
interviewees.
Before beginning the writing process, I was lost with how I wanted to express my ideas.
Since this is such a personal topic, I wanted to tell a story of my own feelings and allow readers
to catch a glimpse into what my experience has felt like. Using a mix of my own perspective and
the perspectives of my interlocutors, I crafted poems to direct my ideas and create a more
emotional connection, for both me and the readers. These poems speak to personal feelings and
experiences.

Chapter One: Age
At Adoption
Too young to remember,
With no memories from the beginning.
Left with only feelings and fears.
Living the life
That I have been
placed
Into.
Over the years, what of the
Beginning will remain?
-

Mazura, 2022

From my own experience, I have noticed the question of age appearing when my
adoption is brought up to others. I am often asked how old I was when I was adopted.
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9 months old.
After answering, their follow up question is whether I remember anything from that age.
I do not.
Since I was so young, I have no memories of the place I was from. Most people are not expected
to have their earliest memory till around the age of three (Taylor & Francis Group 2021). I am no
different. I have no memory or even stories from before I was adopted and placed into the care of
my mother. It seems what people are curious about is what it was like for me, a baby who had
experienced so many life changing events and how memory of the previous life changed the
experience. I had wondered the same thing: how does the age at the time of adoption change how
adoptees adapt to their new life and process their adoption?

FIGURE 3: FAITH AND HER MOM

Fahn Sui Yong lived with a foster
family for most of the first eight years
of her life. With that family she had
been cared for and loved, but then she
was adopted. Her adoptive parents
were Americans from Long Island,
New York. Fahn Sui Yong and her
foster family knew the Americans
could provide her with more
opportunities than if she had stayed
where she was. So she said goodbye to
the familiarity and the life she was
comfortable with and became Faith.

It was hard.
She was older and had memories and rituals from the life she had left
behind.
Everything was new, unfamiliar, uncomfortable.
Her parents couldn’t speak Mandarin or Cantonese, and she couldn’t speak
any English.
Yet, she adjusts.
She learns English.
She participates in her family’s traditions, like Hanukkah.
Eventually, America becomes her home and she begins to identify as an American.
(Wang-Breal, 2010)
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All the adoptees I interviewed had been adopted at a very young age, ranging from six to
eleven months. Only one family group had adopted a child when the child was older, at the age
of two. The mother, Jan, reflected:
Kara adjusted faster. I believe Kayla struggled. She really did because she was
older, and it was a much more traumatic change for her coming from the
orphanage or her foster home… she was more aware of who she was with just
because she was older.
She stated that Kayla would have quiet tantrums because she could not communicate. Being
older created a greater divide between Kayla’s past and her present which made adapting and
reconciling the situation more difficult. I spoke with Kayla’s family members about her coming
home, but I was unable to interview Kayla, so I have no first-hand knowledge of her experience.
Kara had a different experience when she came home. She came to America when she
was eleven months old, with no concrete prior knowledge and adjusted much more quickly. Her
tantrums and bouts of crying would have been considered normal for any baby her age. Many of
my other interlocutors had similar experiences to Kara. Along with their parents, they viewed
their behavior and reactions to their new homes as normal, acting as any child was expected to be
at that age.
Overall, my mother shared a similar story. The only thing she discussed as different was
my challenged sleeping habits when I was young. When I was a baby, I would scream and cry
when my mom tried to put me to sleep. She told me she would have to lay with me until I fell
asleep. Sometimes, she would drive around, needing to be extremely cautious when returning me
home and putting me in my crib. When I was slightly older I had night terrors and would
sometimes run into the hallway screaming, unable to be awoken. For at least the first ten years of
my life, sleeping was very difficult for me and I dreaded it. I developed rituals before bed and
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needed to make sure the lighting and the pillows were just right – door left slightly ajar with one
of my mom’s bedroom lamps left on and a pillow wall at the edge of the bed. Even with these
perfect conditions, most nights I ended up running to the safety and comfort of my mom and her
bed. My mother attributed my sleeping anxiety to the feelings and fears left behind from my
adoption. She said:
We don't really know exactly what your first three months were like, but the time
you were in the orphanage. You got attention, but you know, you, your primary
connection was disrupted the first nine months of your life. And so to come here
in this country, have a new person get settled and feel safe… I had a gut sense that
you just needed that, you know, to sort of have more of a baseline of security.
Even at nine months old and with no memory of my time in China, the experience of being
removed from the life I had known seemed to leave a damaging effect on my sense of security,
uneasy that my sense of comfort would be there if I was not vigilant. This is how my mom and I
have always viewed that part of me. However, as Patrick, an adoptive father and interlocuter in
this project, responded, “Any difficulties along the road that may seem to have been related to
not being with their birth-parents, may just as easily be explained as typical “growing pains”. So,
these sleeping challenges could have been interpreted independently from adoption, simply as a
problem any child might face. Due to the lack of conclusive evidence regarding how much age
alters the way an adoptee adjusts to the life they were placed in, I shifted my thinking about the
relevance of age within an adoption story.

Perspective as Time Passes
For today,
I will tell the world…
I will keep it a secret…
I will blend in.
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For tomorrow,
It is my decision
To stand out or blend in.
-

Mazura, 2022

I began noticing the ways in which age affected the adoptees’ perspective on their
adoption. The responses varied from interview to interview, but most of the adoptees
acknowledged that the way they viewed their adoption and the role it plays in their lives, both
internally and externally, has changed over the years. Ivy said: “Adoption, it happens and it
impacts your life, but it's not your life.” It is impossible for adoption not to alter the adoptees life,
initially and over time, but it is not defining and the way its impact is expressed constantly
changes.
Growing up, these adoptees were focused on fitting into the lives and communities they
were placed into. One way of doing this was by using the fact of their adoption as both an
explanation for why they were Chinese and proof that they were not “actually” Chinese. Ivy said:
Because I was the only Asian, and because I had felt white, I think it was just me
leaning into being okay that I was more white, I guess, and that my family was
white, because that was just easier at the time. Easier to blend in.
Despite her appearance, she wanted to emphasize she was not different than any of her peers.
Friends she invited over did not need to worry they would have to eat some strange foreign dish.
Her family was Caucasian; she had been raised with the same culture as her peers; she lived in
the same place. There was no way of physically changing to fit into her white surroundings, but
in sharing that she was adopted she could normalize her Asianness within her white
surroundings. Telling others that she was adopted solidified her Asian identity as something that
could still fit into the community.
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When I was younger, I would do the same. I would use the fact that I was adopted to
explain why I was there: in my neighborhood, at my school, in America. My adoption was
protection against being labeled as an outsider; yes, I may look different, but I have most of the
lived and cultural experiences as everyone around me. I still find myself unnecessarily telling
strangers that I was adopted from China to alleviate their confusion when I say I am from
Chicago. It is me saying, “It actually does make sense for me to be here. I am originally from
China, but I was adopted when I was a baby, so I am American.” It is an explanation for why I
am Chinese, but can still belong in my white surroundings.
Another route adoptees would take to fit in was to outwardly hide their adoption by not
disclosing the fact they were adopted to their peers. Lana said, “I do remember, like, never like
mentioning I was adopted.” The fact that she was not biologically related to her family members,
looking nothing like her mother, would separate her from her peers and designate her as
different. Most of Lana’s peers had little to no experience with adoption and what it meant. It
was easier to conceal her adoption than to feel obligated to educate and to divulge personal
details about her to classmates. Lana was able to go on fitting in and just being a kid, like
everyone else.
Additionally, adoptees with Asian parents could also “get away” with not sharing that
they were adopted. Brynne stated that growing up “I was always passing. No one actually knew
that I was adopted until I told them, and then sometimes you would get nonbelievers.” Her entire
family, her parents and brother, is Chinese. She was able to pass as being her parents biological
child, and often would go along with it rather than make herself different from the other children
around her. A few of my other interlocuters had this ability to physically fit into their adoptive
families and they all shared the same sentiment of not feeling pressured to share that they were
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adopted. They had the capacity to decide when and with who their adoption story would be told,
so as not to mark themselves different from others.
As these adoptees got older, even if their adoption remained hidden from their peers, their
identification as a Chinese American adoptee became more important. Moving into high school
they noticed the differences more between themselves and their peers. With age, they became
more connected and aware of their adoption, and Asianness, as a part of their identity. As Ivy
said:
I think before I would put emphasis on the fact that I was adopted, because that
would show that I was, I am not growing up in a family that's Asian, or an Asian
household. I would probably still be like, “I'm, you know, Chinese American
woman.” But I would still say that I'm adopted because I think you still have
different life experiences.
With time, her reason for mentioning her status and a Chinese American adoptee had shifted. It
was no longer to fit in, but to emphasize her life experience.
The range of interest in connecting with their beginnings and learning more about their
adoption fluctuated between interviewees. Some mentioned talking about it in their college
applications or wanting to learn Mandarin. Kara’s interest went far enough to want to find her
birth parents. Over the years, she has become more curious “about my sense of: why do I look a
certain way or where did I get my looks from or why am I so short?” In finding her birth parents
she hopes to find some answers as to why she is the way she is, perhaps leading to a better
understanding of her own identity.
While each adoptee has experienced their adoption story in their lives in unique ways, it
has been a part of everyone’s identity. The fact that these individuals were adopted will always
be a part of their lives, but, as with any other part of a person’s identity, the role that it plays and
the level of importance will continue to fluctuate as they grow.
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Chapter Two: Family Structures
“It’s just me and my mom”
You say.
Me too.
But they have more to their family.
They also have a dad
And a sister
Does it matter?
I don’t think so.
-

Mazura, 2022

Normalizing the less Normal
Most of the families interviewed had similar family structures. The families I spoke with
included families with single Caucasian mothers and those that were two parent families, all of
which had at least one Asian parent. Of the families that had more than one child, both children
were Chinese. Despite these specific interviewees following similar familiar patterns, all
acknowledged that their family did not follow what is typically thought to be traditional.
Even though the general concept of what a traditional American family changes
constantly, for a long time the dominant family form was the nuclear family, which consisted of
parents and their children living in the same household. In the 1960s, 73% of all children lived
together with their parents, who were also in their first marriage; By 1980, the percentage had
dropped, but still held the majority at 61% (Pew Research Center, 2015). With the declining
numbers in this family type, there was a rise in families consisting of single parents, non-marital
cohabitation, divorce, and other parental structures. Despite the increases in different family
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structures, adoption is still deemed a non-traditional way to form a family. Even with biological
complications, adoption is not always thought to be a natural or conventional option to have a
child.
Many of my interviewees brought up the importance of normalizing their
“unconventional” family structure. They did this by engaging with other families that were
formed in ways other than traditional childbirth and by interacting with families that appeared
differently than the “norm” of their communities. A major way of doing this was for the families
to participate in groups that came together because of adoption. Some of these groups are formed
through prior parental friendships, while others are formed through adoption agencies or
organizations.
A common way of introducing adoptees to non-traditional family structures was if the
parents sought out other adoptive families. Parents would connect with other adoptive parents
through online forums or community organizations. Julie said, “I had a lot of friends who were,
who had also by this time adopted, I had that my friend Carol and I had a number of groups.”
Julie and Ivy had close family friends that adopted as well. Through this relationship and the
various groups, adoption as a way to build a family became normalized. Ivy even went on to
express that she did not realize the composition of her family was any different than her peers. In
response to questions from others about her mom being a different race than her she said, “Yeah,
my mom is white. Like your mom is white too. Like, what is, what is the interesting part?” She
continued, “Because we have a lot of friends, like family, friends who had the interracial
families. It did not mean anything to me.” It was not until around elementary school, when she
was exposed to more people, that she realized adoption and transracial families were not the
“norm.”
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My Group
My own “adoption group,” was formed
when my mom was going through the process
of adopting me. She was put into a group with
seven other families, from the Chicagoland
area, and labeled Group 23, a label worn with
pride and self-titled as the China Group. These
eight families all travelled to China together

FIGURE 4: GROUP 23 IN CHINA

and shared a collective experience. They visited the same sites, ate the same food, stayed at the
same places, and received their children together.
For many years afterward, all the families would get together at least twice a year, in the
winter and in the summer. Coincidentally all the girls had birthdays in January, so we would
meet in January and celebrate together. Our birthday celebration slowly tapered to an end, but we
continued to see each other in the summer. One family had a house near the beach in Indiana and
we would all spend a weekend together. We would play games, watch movies, and just have fun.
While we never really dwelled on why we were a group or discussed the fact we were adopted, it
was a way to see other families who existed for the same reason my own did. Nadia agreed with
me, saying, “I think it mattered in the way
of, like, it kind of exposed me to different,
what different families look like.” Aside
from Group 23, most of families in my life,
and in the lives of the other girls in the
China group, were created biologically.
FIGURE 5: ME AND SOME OF THE GIRLS
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Having other families to look to and feel a
sense of familiarity and similarity helped
make me feel more like I had a place to be.
Through these ritual get togethers,
Group 23 became a part of my family.
When Ana would talk about the group with

FIGURE 6: CHILDREN AND SIBLINGS

her girls, she would say:
There are 4 of us [immediate family], we all have history, but we all came
together. I had my aunts, and my parents, and my cousins, and my siblings. And
they had… we used the different groups. Each child had a group of 7 other sisters
and that was their family that was part of them.
Unlike our parents, none of us adoptees really knew much about our biological families or the
first nine to eleven months of our lives; there were no pictures, no stories, no memories. All we
knew was our shared experience of being adopted. It created a bond as we grew older and even
as we have grown apart, this group will remain part of my “unconventional” family.
Once all of us adoptees reached high school age, it became much harder to coordinate get
togethers. Our summer weekend trip moved from infrequent to nonexistent. Some of the families
kept in touch because they were geographically close to one another, or their families
participated in similar activities, however, by the time we all reached college age,
communication as a group had pretty much stopped. To begin my interview process, I reached
out to the parents and children in Group 23. It had been about four years since I had been in
contact with any of the girls or their families. Luckily, my mom had the parents’ information and
I was able to reach out to all the members of Group 23. It was really special for me to be able to
talk again with some of the members of my group for this project. Being able to see where
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everyone was at now and how their lives had changed since the last time I knew them made me
feel happy and proud. Our conversations reminded me of the group’s importance in my life and
the sense of comfort and familiarity it can bring.

Chapter Three: Authenticity
Who has the right
To decide
MY authenticity?
What determines
If MY culture
Is valid?
As a person,
And as a family?
-

Mazura, 2022

Chinese Culture
In analyzing the interviews of families with both Asian/Asian American parents and
Caucasian parents, I looked at the way the concept of authenticity played out in their lives. The
concept of authenticity is difficult to define. It is closely tied to the notion of originality.
According to Merriam-Webster, the word authentic means “1. worthy of acceptance or belief
as conforming or based on fact 2. Conforming to an original so as to reproduce essential
features,” (n.d). With adoption being such a public topic, these families can be under more
scrutiny by outsiders, and themselves, than a family formed through biological means.
Throughout this project, I have thought about authenticity in terms of culture, and
more specifically a family’s right to determine in what ways it will participate in that culture.
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It is then necessary to understand what culture is. Some of my interlocuters defined what
culture meant to them, here is what they said:
The way I understand culture, is that it is a collective process of constructing and
sharing meaning through the use
of constructs like music,
traditions/rituals, art, and
language. Culture is something
that is constantly changing. As
Andrea Louie writes in How
Chinese Are You, that what it
means to be Chinese within the
shifting politics of race and
FIGURE 7: CULTURE WORD WEB; CONTRIBUTIONS ALSO FROM

culture in the United States is

ANTHROPOLOGICAL DEFINITIONS

constantly changing (2015, 90).. Thus, she argues that cultural authenticity is closely tied to
cultural change. Part of gaining that stamp of authenticity involves the parents being able to
understand and relate to their children’s experiences as being Asian in America.
Being Chinese parents of Chinese adoptees gives these parents flexibility in navigating
their children’s exposure to Asian culture. They had the freedom to separate family traditions
from Chinese culture work. I asked each interlocuter what activities their families participated in
to connect with Chinese culture. In one interview, Iris responded:
We celebrate Chinese New Year and the grandparents always have the Hongbao
distribution and Chinese New Year dinner, sometimes it’s cooked at home,
sometimes it’s in the restaurant. I tried to do a few of those lantern festivals, by
making lanterns or buying lanterns for them to play… And a lot of Chinese food.
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In response, I asked if she thought Brynne had associated these activities more with her birth
culture or it just being a family thing. Iris adamantly responded, “A family thing.” She
continued, “It’s family because since Baxter and I are both Chinese, it’s family, a Chinese
celebration.” Since Chinese culture was already intertwined with their family traditions, it was
more natural to introduce Brynne to it. The adoptees in these families had easier access to their
Chinese roots because their exposure to the culture was more natural. Brynne said:
When I was growing up, I don’t think being connected to my life and culture in
China was really an importance. With that being said, my mom is Chinese and so
she was already incorporating parts of Chinese culture in my life like celebrating
Chinese New Years and taking us to Boat Festivals… [now] I don’t feel like I
have to seek out other ways in which I can “be more Chinese” which I’m glad,
because I think high school me would’ve felt that way or done that out of
insecurity and a search for connection to culture.
The inclusion of Chinese culture just as family culture helped to normalize these traditions and
form that part of her identity, without it feeling out of place. There was no need for these
adoptees to go searching for a stronger connection to their Chinese heritage because their
adoptive families provided it.
Moreover, for these parents, being Chinese grants them privacy from outsiders’
judgement on how they incorporated Chinese culture into their children’s lives. Any
experimentation with the culture could be then viewed as a natural process of cultural change.
They have the agency to decide which Chinese traditions they want to continue in their family
and what they want to participate in because they are already part of that diaspora. Non-Chinese
parents are under more scrutiny when it comes to the ways they incorporate Chinese culture into
their children’s’ lives; them taking liberties with culture work could more readily be perceived as
inauthentic and even bordering on appropriation.
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These non-Chinese parents had to go through the process of figuring out what Chinese
culture was and what ways they wanted their family to participate. Parents are tasked with
passing down a culture they have little knowledge of to their children. Their experience and
understanding of Chinese, and Chinese-American culture is secondhand. Andrea Louie explains
that because there is no firsthand knowledge, non-Chinese parents may take the culture out of
context and be judged for it. When asked about her parents efforts to connect her with her birth
culture, Kara, “My mom tried, she used to dress me up for picture day in like the silk… like a
typical Asian outfit… she tried so hard to try so hard.” She was also enrolled in Mandarin
language classes and taken to some festivals and celebrations. Kara said that she resisted these
attempts to connect her with her birth culture. These traditions did not feel a part of her because
they were not things that were part of her parents’ culture; they felt more irrelevant than
important. Similarly, my mom pushed me to take Mandarin language classes. At my elementary
school, they offered a Chinese class after school. Many of my friends took part in it, so initially I
did not feel out of place. Then, in middle school, most of them decided to stop going and I
wanted to as well. It was no longer be an activity that made me feel I belonged. Learning
Mandarin did not feel a part of my identity and experience with white culture. Why would I
continue? Nervously, I proposed quitting to my mom, which was met with acceptance, but there
was a hint of hesitation and disappointment.
For Kara and my mother these impositions of language and attire were the best ways to
connect us with our heritage, even without the knowledge to do more. Though, they still did not
feel it was enough. Jan reflected on a memory of going to the family doctor, who had also
adopted children from China:
Oh, one of his daughters is learning how to play this Chinese instruments. One of
his daughters is doing this Chinese dance. One of his daughters don't, you know,
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doing all this stuff. And I'm like, we're not doing that… So there is, there is guilt
that I didn't push it hard enough with them.
This guilt and insecurity about passing on Chinese culture and to relate to that part of their
child’s identity is one felt by many non-Chinese adoptive parents. Andrea Louie writes, “The
public nature of international adoption from China for white adoptive families makes their
practice of Chinese culture in some ways an involuntary performance to help establish their
legitimacy not only as adoptive parents but also as adoptive parents of children of color” (2015,
59). However, its public nature also leaves these parents vulnerable to harsher scrutiny
externally, as well as internally. Even though these adoptive parents may be engaging with
similar activities to Chinese/Chinese American parents, both adoptive and not, there is still an
uneasiness about if what they are doing is authentic enough.

Authenticity as a Family
Visibility
The nature of adopting a child can also bring to question the authenticity of the family.
Nadia said, “I feel like assume that when they [people] see a family, that they are biologically
related. So I think they would just assume.” This assumption works to put Nadia into her family
because she shares the same race and physical features, but for families that do not, it invalidates
their family.
In families where there is a visible racial difference between parents and children, there
becomes a need to explain the relationship, to justify that this in fact is a family. My own mother
said, “People who did not know us personally saw us as a unit to be figured out. I felt a pressure
within myself to always immediately identify to others that we were mother and daughter.” I
looked nothing like my mother, why would anyone assume I was her daughter? I remember
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going on trips with my mom and watching other people watching us, looking towards us with a
question on their face. This look does not go away. Since I was visibly Chinese while my mom
was white, outsiders looked at us and were not able to immediately ascertain our relationship.
Even as I get older I see people’s curiosity, trying to piece together our relationship. Jan had
similar experiences with her daughters.
There was a time recently, like in the past couple of years we were traveling and I
think we were going through security and the TSA agents, like they probably
thought I was a sex trafficker or something, but “Are you, are you her mother?”
… I was like, “Of course I'm their mother!” You know, you know, I got really
defensive about it because I'm sick of it. I'm sick of, you know, just because I look
this way, doesn't mean that we're not a family and then I'm not their mother.
It is tiring to constantly feel the need to justify yourself and your family. The assumption to
believe that a family will always look similarly, will make sense, often comes too naturally.
Assuming that a family is not one can undermine the validity of the family unit and the
relationships that exist within it.
Moreover, these transracial families are left more openly susceptible to unwanted public
comments. Many outsiders feel more inclined to make intrusive comments. The visible
difference creates an opening for strangers to ask questions in order to make sense of the family.
When my mom brought me home, and throughout my life, she said:
Certain people were very intrusive about what you did. Where did you get her?
How much does she cost? Oh, she's very lucky. Like, sort of an intrusiveness by
strangers that would have not been like that if I had, even if I had an adopted
white baby.
The public and visible nature of the adoption left outsiders feeling justified in asking or
commenting awkwardly about it. Our family unit did not fit the typical mold; I very obviously do
not look like my mother. Trying to piece together and understand the adoption, countless
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strangers will ask or make invasive comments without even being aware they are intruding.
Patrick shared:
And somebody goes, was she adopted? From where? And it’s like I don’t even
know your name. Why would I answer that questions, kind of thing. Not a bad
supposition on your part, but an impolite one. And I think that’s… As a parent
sometimes you take offense because I’m not gonna ask you details about your kid
until I know your name, but people think it’s just something they’re being
perceptive about.
Questions like these are not inherently wrong, but when they come before any other introduction,
it reduces a family’s validity. Most people would not go up to strangers and feel comfortable
making these comments unless they could tell the child was adopted.

Creating Shared Stories
People also often act on the assumption that family means the members share certain
things like genetics, family trees, experiences. However, with adoption, these ideas of sharedness
become less concrete. Seemingly simple things that get asked of families become complicated
with adoption. Starting at the first checkup and continuing throughout life, families and children
are asked what their medical history is. Patrick relays his daughter’s reactions to these inquiries,
“Don’t ask me ever again about my family on my medical forms. Cause I don’t know it.” The
secrecy of biological families of adopted children from China makes it extremely difficult to
ascertain any information. Then, in the beginning years of school, children often get asked to
create a family tree.
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This is the family tree I
did in first grade. We were
asked to create an
autobiography. Part of that
included a family tree, since I
did not know another family, I
used my adoptive one. At the
time I did not think twice about how I would do my family tree. I had a

FIGURE 8: THE FULL MAZURA
FAMILY

family and never questioned it. I never felt unwanted or questioned
my belonging around my extended family.
My mom said:
I remember telling grandma and grandpa that I was
going to adopt, and I was kind of nervous just to tell
them… probably I wasn't quite sure how they
would feel about it, but they never said anything

FIGURE 9: ME WITH MY
GRANDPARENTS

negative about it at all.
For adoptees who do not feel as accepted in their adoptive families or are more curious about
their biological families, creating a family tree can become more complex. Hearing from all my
interlocuters and thinking back, I can see how this simple act of creating a family tree could lead
adoptees to question their status in the family. There is nothing inherently wrong with asking
these things, but with an adoptive family, the answer is not so simple. If the adoptive family
cannot even provide these “basic” answers and information, it can subliminally question the
validity of the adoptive family as a family.
Furthermore, families are thought to share each other’s experience interacting with the
rest of the world, though not in every situation. Transnational adoption can create transracial
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families. This racial difference between parents and children causes each to have very different
experiences in the world. While family members will inherently have different experiences, the
racialized nature of society creates a need to address this difference. For parents who are
different races than their kids, it becomes harder to relate to the assumptions and perceptions of
others that are imposed on transnational adoptees. Outsiders can look at the family and judge the
parents, thinking they are unable to properly support their children.
Many times I have gone into situations being very aware that I was the only Chinese
person around: stepping into classrooms, walking down the street, sitting in a restaurant.
Sometimes I have been made to feel bad about myself, but even if I was not met with hostility or
made to feel different, I always felt out of place, like I did not belong in this sea of whiteness.
Despite her sincere efforts to empathize and guide me through experiences like these, it is a
unique experience that my mother could not have. As Jan said, “I'm a white woman, you know,
so I have no clue.” With this disconnect in experiential understanding, as with any other instance
where parent does not have direct experience, comes the importance of checking in on the child,
listening and supporting, and acknowledging there is a difference. My mom always enabled me
to feel comfortable talking with her about my discomfort and we worked together to find
solutions.

Chapter Four: Race
Where do I even
There’s too MUCH to say.

begin?

How am I supposed to see myself
With this
“sense of whiteness”
Everywhere
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I guess it’s nice people usually
Stereotype
Things about Asian people.

good

Thanks for that.
- Mazura, 2022

Visual Representation
The inescapable act of consuming media can be such a formative way to construct
identity and understand others. Without having first-hand knowledge of people, places, activities,
etc. people look to media for information. When there is a lack of representation for minorities
and of accurate information that showcases the wide range of people, stereotypes and
assumptions begin to form.
More recently, there has been a push to have more minorities represented in media, but it
is still lacking. Media can serve as one of the most formative ways children shape their identity
and determine who they should and want to become. When I was little, I had very little exposure
to Chinese, or more broadly Asian, representation in media. Partially, this could be explained
because my mother is Caucasian and Chinese media was not part of her own culture. However,
the grander problem is mass media being dominated by white faces. Much like me, Nadia shared,
“I don’t really think media representation shaped how I saw myself because when I was a kid I
didn’t see many Asian people in the media.” As an adoptee from China with a white mother, the
media I was exposed to was what I had to work with to understand what it means to be Asian in
America.
For me, the Western informed media that I consumed promoted Western beauty
standards and emphasized the common stereotypes of Asian people being smart, bilingual,
passive, and quiet. I saw the tropes being drawn out: they are all nerds, all Asians know martial
arts, the mothers are overly controlling, women are objectified, they cannot see – the list goes on.
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Since there were not many Chinese role models in my daily life, I looked to these roles. I was
aware of the stereotypes around me and knew others might be comparing me to them. I found
myself trying to justify my existence whether I fit these stereotypes or went against them: “I like
math, but I’m adopted so it’s not cause I’m Asian,” or “I’m adopted so I don’t speak Chinese.”
To this day I feel the compulsion to use my adoption as a reason why I do or do not fit these
expectations of me for being Chinese. Similarly, Nadia reflected:
I also think I confused so many adults because I wasn’t a quiet, feminine, straight
A student. I was a loud, rambunctious, authority challenging kid. In some ways
this may have caused me to “act out” more because I was like “WTF I’m not like
that and I will prove it to you.” Also people would always ask me if I knew how
to speak Chinese and I think it would make me annoyed and sad. It was annoying
because I was like no I’m American, but sad because it made me feel
disconnected from part of my identity, since me knowing Chinese was expected
from many people.
Like Nadia, going against these stereotypes, knowing others expect you to fit, caused me to
question my own identity as a Chinese adoptee. Aside from causing inner reflection and
confusion, these preconceptions can do more harm coming from outsiders.

(Micro)Aggressions:
Can you help me with math?
You must be good at school.
Do speak Chinese?
How do you say…
Oh.
You are so beautiful,
For an Asian.
- Mazura, 2022
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Since adoption is not something that is always visible at first, the first assumptions
Chinese adoptees usually face pertains to their race. With these assumptions can come
microaggressions and stretch to outward aggression. A microaggression, as defined by MerriamWebster Dictionary, is “a comment or action that subtly and often unconsciously expresses a
prejudiced attitude toward a member of a marginalized group,” (n.d.). I have had endless
experience with microaggressions.
The first time I took notice of it was after a concert. A boy had passed by and told me,
“You’re pretty hot, for an Asian.” Ivy had similar experiences, people would say things like,
“Oh my God, you’re so pretty, for an Asian,” or fill in the blank for an Asian...
and I’m like, “okay, great.”
The unnecessary inclusion of “for an Asian” is what undermines the compliment. In actuality,
these compliments turns into a way of demeaning Asian people and asserting that typically
Asians are thought to be lesser than. Another microaggression questions place of belonging.
Before even knowing my name or saying anything else, countless times people have asked:
Where are you from? Are you from Japan or something?
I’m from Chicago.
Oh, I thought it would be something more exotic.
Where are you really from?
The initial question “Where are you from?” is a common question during introductions. It
becomes problematic with the assumption that I am a foreigner, and can go so far as to lump my
Chineseness in with any other Asian group. Worse, though, is when my response of being from
Chicago, is not good enough of an answer, when it is unfathomable that a Chinese girl could be
from Chicago. This assumption and intrusion on my being makes me reflect on my status as an
American and question where I belong in my own home. From my work on this project, I have
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begun to notice how frequently strangers use my appearance as a way for them to intrude and
make ignorant remarks like these.
Microaggressions can also appear in the form of jokes. In addition to self-identification,
as children grow and make sense of the world, they begin to form biases and stereotypes about
others. Starting at a young age, these preconceptions can reveal themselves as jokes. Ivy thought
about an encounter in elementary school:
I had friends who had made jokes… Do you know the company Oriental trading?
It's basically a big school supplies company where teachers can buy things in
bulk, but there was a box that said Oriental trading on it. And then this kid in the
class was like, “Hey, look, Ivy, this is the box you came to America in.” And like,
things like that, that they meant it as a joke. They did. And they thought that they
were being funny and it's not.
Her peer was young and did not know the weight of the joke he had made. While Ivy said she
did not take the joke offensively and it was not intended to hurt, the joke undermined her
experience as a Chinese transnational adoptee. That joke negated all her and her family had been
through, saying simply she was shipped overseas in a box without much thought or importance.
These comments are meant to be funny and to entertain so their harmfulness is often
downplayed. The prevalence of these jokes hides the deeper meaning behind what the joke was
implying about being Chinese. Nadia shared:
As a child I got used to East Asian stereotypes being presented as jokes and even
making them myself. I think this made me feel less secure in my identity because
I had to make a “joke” about myself and culture if I wanted to talk about it.
Independently of the negative implications of the joke itself, the necessity to use a joke as a
method to talk about identity and culture essentially renders those things jokes as well. It leads to
insecurity because if everyone can only view the heritage as a joke, what does that mean for the
individual? Along with the uneasiness that comes with being ridiculed, the individual can feel
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ashamed of their Chinese identity and insecure about how to express it in the future. Nadia also
shared an experience she had more recently:
I distinctly remember when my friend’s friend was visiting us in college, and we
were playing HeadsUp and the word “Japanese” came up and my friend’s friend
immediately said “Ching Chong” and everyone else was laughing and I left the
room and cried. This situation was exactly like when I was younger, but because I
learned so much about identity, culture, race etc. since elementary school, it was
no longer funny and it was hurtful. It was a classic example of Anti-Asian
sentiment somehow perceived as funny and I was so sad because I thought
everyone was past that.
The use of this made up Asian phrase is meant to be funny, but because it stereotypes and
overgeneralizes while putting down Asian people, it is not.
Countless times my peers have casually thrown out a similar phrase of “Ching Chong” to
me and it has affected me more than they will ever know. To them, they were harmlessly making
fun of Chinese language because it sounds nonsensical. To me, they were degrading an entire
population, one that I am a part of. What made it even worse is that my middle name is
QingChun, which coincidentally is pronounced similarly to their made up Chinese words. I was
given this name at the orphanage in China, the associations with the name are happy and positive
ones. It means: fresh, pure, youth, and spring. My mom kept it as my middle name because she
wanted to try and keep me connected to my Chinese culture, which I am very grateful for. These
random people had no idea what my middle name was or the effect that their joke had on me,
they were oblivious but for as long as I can remember I have hated my middle name because it
makes me feel ashamed of my Chinese heritage.
Looking down on Asian people has been unconsciously embedded into American ideal
for so long. Beginning with the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882, and leading to other national
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policies against Asian people, the idea that looking different means you do not belong has
permeated common belief. Stereotypes of Asian people are often associated with positive traits,
making it more acceptable to make demeaning jokes. Anti-Asian jokes are so normalized within
American culture that most people do not even view them as disparaging. These jokes are
degrading and perpetuate the generalization and misrepresentation of Asian people.
This problem has recently become even more detrimental. With the start of the COVID19 pandemic, Asian people have faced new levels of racism and hatred. Before, these jokes
would often end by making their punchlines feel at best awkward and at worst ashamed,
degraded, and insecure. Now, due to more public blame being placed on Asian people, these
jokes and publicized comments can lead to much more aggressive, violent situations. Chinese
people, and Asians in general, have been blamed for the start of the pandemic. I found myself
hyperaware of my Asianness and of those around me. Walking in predominantly white areas, I
would keep my sunglasses on and my head down. I became more cautious of where I went and
who would be around. As Kara stated, “The media has put the Asian culture in a bad place due to
COVID-19. Everyone blames us.” According to Stop AAPI Hate, a nonprofit organization that
runs the Stop AAPI Hate Reporting Center, received a total of 9,081 reports of racially motivated
hate incidents against Asian Americans and Pacific Islanders (AAPIs) in the U.S. between March
2020 and June 2021 (Stop AAPI Hate 2021), a statistic that had not previously needed to be
reported on. When I asked Ivy about how others' perceptions of her identity had affected her life,
she said that she had cared more when she was trying to fit in with her white peers and then, “I
started caring again with COVID because even though Philly is a super liberal city, people are
getting beaten up who are Asian.” Looking Asian, regardless of nationality or citizenship, can
place a target on your back.
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Conclusion
What it Means to be Chinese
The imposition of stereotypes and assumptions create a finite box of what it means to be
Chinese in America. However, in reality, there is no one way of being Chinese. As Andrea Louie
writes:
All Chinese Americans, including adoptees, whether raised by white parents or
Asian American Parents, must negotiate what it means to be “Chinese” within the
shifting politics of race and culture in the United States (90).
Battling against the expectations of others and constantly changing beliefs about race and
culture, the idea of what it means to be Chinese American is fluid. Each individual takes on the
task of determining for themselves what their identity as a Chinese American is and how they
want to present it. I have struggled with incorporating my Chinese heritage into my identity.
Internally, I have always felt American first and Chinese second. Yet, because of my appearance,
I know I am externally viewed as being Chinese first and then maybe American. Before my
thesis work, I never really included Chinese as part of my self-identification, except to explain to
outsiders why I looked the way I do.
Most of my life I have tried to separate myself from being Chinese. My confusion and
separation from my heritage has gone so far as to make me wonder if I would be considered
BIPOC (Black, Indigenous, and other people of color). Being a person of color is not a way I
would immediately identify myself, but others might label me as such. As Kara said, “I don't like
who I am because I'm Asian and I feel like I… people look at me different and people interact
with me different because I am Asian.” Like Kara, I have battled with accepting the Chinese
part of my identity. I have felt the othering and exclusion by strangers, simply because of my
appearance. It has made me feel ashamed of myself and stereotyped. Most of my experience of
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being Chinese in America has come from outsiders imposing their biases on me and from limited
Asian tropes within media. Over time, it has taught me that to be Chinese is to be less than.
Despite external sources reinforcing my Asianness, I still do not feel like I fit into being
Asian. I feel awkward in places that are primarily filled with other Asian people, such as Asian
grocery stores or Chinatown. I question my own authenticity as a Chinese American and my
entitlement to participate in expressions of culture because my life has been tied so closely to
dominant white culture. While I have always attributed this confusion to being adopted, I have
come to realize it is not that simple. It comes from external influence on me about what it means
to be Chinese American. I have grown up believing that to fit into that category I had to check
off certain boxes.
I have worked hard to figure out and express my identity, trying not to limit myself to
others’ assumptions. Andrea Louie interviewed a Chinese American adoptive parent, they said,
“Your identity is whoever you are, you just happen to be Chinese,” (88). As that parent
expressed, my identity is for me to decide; I am who I am and being Chinese is not all that I am I
am. Whether or not I decide to promote my Chinese heritage is my decision. I have decided that I
am an American Chinese adoptee, but I am much more than just those simple labels. I am used to
the chaotic nature of a city. I am a young woman who revels in having fun and being goofy. I
love swimming and feeling worthy of the people around me. Being my mother’s, Cindy’s, child,
has given me the privilege of discovering these things.

Family First
While transnational adoption can create transracial families where the adoptee needs to
independently figure out how their heritage fits into their identity, the most important factor to
overcome this obstacle is having the love and support from family and other communities. In my
research, the idea of openness and communication was crucial towards supporting children on
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their journey of self-discovery. In adoptive families that are transracial, these qualities become
even more impactful. As a parent without lived experience of relating to their children’s
hardships, it can be difficult to understand the struggles and assumptions they might face. With
these families, the acknowledgement of difference and discussions of race and adoption can be
one of the best ways to support adoptees because through communication, they can try to
understand.
Everyone spoke of the encouragement and support within their families. There were open
conversations about the adoption and efforts to connect with culture, both of the family and of
the children’s. Through this support each individual was able to feel secure in their families and
communities. Similar to the other adoptees, I am very grateful for the life I was placed into with
my mom. I was lucky enough to be given wonderful opportunities and have a loving family.
While I have struggled with myself and discovering my identity and place, I always know I can
depend on my family to help and guide me as I continue to grow on this journey.
As Patrick said at the end of the interview:
Adoption is a wonderful natural way to build a family. It’s shrouded in, in many
cases, by mystery. Whether it’s the mystery of the unknown or the seemingly
unknowable, but it’s really no different than having a biological child. It’s just a
child coming into your family and having all the rewards and sorrows you would
have no matter how that baby comes into your life. And it shouldn’t be
mysterious whatsoever and people ought to understand how completely natural
and normal it is.
The concept of naturalness and adoption do not often come in tandem, but there is no reason they
should not. Adoption is just another way to have love and support from family, to have people
around to help you through life.
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Circling Back
One of the obstacles I have faced was losing many of the people closest to me. Without
long conversations and hugs from my mom, I would be lost in a sea of grief. I have struggled
with coming to terms with the losses, feeling their weight pushing down on me. Pondering how I
could better understand grief I thought about researching it for my thesis. However, after
reflecting and talking it over, my perspective shifted. I thought about the different situations
where grief and loss come to be, aside from death. The idea of grief and loss is often closely
linked to bereavement and death. Yet, there are so many other instances where these emotions
can be felt.
When a friend moves away, going through a breakup, experiencing sudden change, or
even leaving home, these are all situations where grief and loss can be felt, but are not commonly
associated with the notion. Instead of understanding the gravity of these feelings of pain, they are
often regarded as things to move on from and to get over. Opening the limits of grief and loss to
include experiences other than death could be a way to validate emotions and process them
better.
In my own reflection, I thought about the first loss I had ever experienced, the product of
my adoption. While I have always acknowledged difficulty that stemmed from my adoption, I
had never associated it with loss. Though, I had experienced loss; I had lost a connection with
my birth parents, home, and heritage. Throughout my life, I have faced grief and loss over
encounters that stemmed from my adoption. In each of these stories, much like my own, there is
loss, whether it is from the adoptive parents or the adoptees. There has been the loss of identity,
privacy, self-assuredness.
Through my work on this project, I have been able to understand and process some of the
grief I have experienced. Being able to hear other adoptees and their parents reflect on their own
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experiences and compare them to my own has given me new insights and perspectives. I look
forward to continuing to learn and uncover more about myself.
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